Dear est Marcel |l a,

My love, in the course of our letters | may not have told you how di stressed

become upon seeing skeletons. | find nyself revolted by their enpty eyes and
t he unhi nged way they wal k through the streets at dusk. A better man woul d be
respectful, but —inperfect soul that | am —I've never put flower-crowns on

the bare skulls of the dead. Wiy should |? Scholars have proven the dead do
not care for our flowers.

While at the university, | read a treatise describing the scientific studies
performed by the Institute of Eutrist. In these, a person in nourning was

pl aced on the path wal ked by the remains of someone dear to them The nourner
in their heated state, often interprets small stops and hitches in the
nmoverent of the bones to be signs of recognition. The study concluded that the
dead show no nmore recognition for their mothers than they do for strangers. It
is as old wives say: "Your dead will pause, and pass on by."

By this, sone fishwife mght mean it's tine to give up old grief, but
scientifically the phrase holds as much truth. A skeleton's only neasurable
intent is to walk the gods' road to the end. They only pause for those who
stand in their way.

Sois it odd for me to feel this way? Wien | see skel etons pl oddi ng back to
the gate of the next world, | have never before seen themas a gentle remni nder
of life's transience. | see only enpty people —brothers, friends, |overs —
all hollowed out to nothing.

| am sure that you, mny dearheart, have no fear of bones. Wen we net, | noted
how you are as lively and clear-eyed as a jay bird. | envy that. As a
physi ci an, even one untried and fresh fromthe university, | should be used to
t he dead.

Henceforth, | shall have to be stronger, particularly in Iight of recent
events.

Allow nme to explain: | chose for us a house where the main road runs by our
doorstep. | could have found a place that wasn't a thoroughfare built on one
of the paths of the gods, but | do love to be in the hubbub of life. I |ove
life far nore than | hate to see the dead. I'msure you will enjoy it here,

sweet Marcella, when you return fromthe coastal tenple and the terns of our
betrothal are conplete

Here, both your famly and mi ne have begun arrangements. Your el dest aunt has
conduct ed several neetings of the famly wonen. It has been made clear to ne |
nmust attend each neeting, though ny suggestions on our marriage have yet to
prove hel pful.

Your aunt is particularly keen on the details of color and dress. She is
hoping we will have caged butterflies at the service. Certainly, | can bear
t he expense, but | wanted first to ask you if butterflies were your w sh as
wel | as hers.

Pl ease wite to your dear lady aunt. | believe your own thoughts on insects
and fabric woul d assuage certain argunments anong the good | adi es of our soon
joined fanmly

But these small details are not why |I've witten. Indeed, | believe | am
avoi ding putting nmy revel ations to the page.

What | truly want to tell you, my sweet one, is that a certain matter (indeed,



one that has cast a shadow over our betrothal) will be resolved.

Last week | was returning froma dinner with friends fromthe old school
Jeof fry, you probably renmenber. He and | both met you in Utherdan while you
were entertaining suitables.

Ah, but still | delay! No nore, sweet one, for this is what has happened

| left my companions after noon rise. The |lanps along the god's road had been
it and were burning brightly. The drinking houses overflowed wth noise and
| aughter. The sweet-cake shop was still open, though it was |ong past
eventide. | renmenber feeling nore at ease than | had in many years.

An old woman called to nme, "Take a flower, sir? A flower for a lovely lady?"

Even though you, dear one, are far away, | felt nmerry. | gave the woman a
penny for a boutonni ére of violets and secured themto nmy lapel. It was pure
frivolity, since they would hardly be seen as | wal ked away fromthe

I anpl i ght, singing.

The hal f-npon had risen. It was rmuch later in the night than anyone woul d
expect to see the dead. So it was an unpl easant surprise when | noted a

skel eton wal king toward me on the road. The the bones were translucent, not
solid like the newly dead. The fragile, near-luninance of the thing nade ne
think it had wal ked a | ong way. Perhaps the bones had risen far fromthe road;
perhaps it wal ked for nonths along a |onely nmountain path. My only certainty
was that they did not rise froma soft burial on tenple hill.

It may surprise you, but | knew as soon as it approached that these were the
remains of a woman. | ama trained doctor, but that is not how | knew her
Recognition did not cone fromthe hip bone or sone | esson of anatony. | knew
her by the way she noved.

Skel etons nove in that unpleasant way of their own, but this one also stepped
with a certain grace, a rolling firmfootedness. And | recognized that walk,
i f nothing el se.

It al nost stopped ny heart to see it, and | stood in the road, reeling |like
one struck in the head. The skeleton did not pause, and as | watched | noticed
a kind of pale, phosphorus light nmoved within what was once a body. The I|ight
throbbed i ke foxfire; first caged in her ribs, then flickering in her holl ow
eyes. |'ve heard of the ghost lights, but | had never seen them before that
night. Nor had | believed in them

Usual ly, only a certain kind of person will say they can see the |ost half of
the soul caught within the nortal remains. These types are rarely reputable,
being nmostly fortune tellers, charmsellers, and a particularly silly species
of society-girl. I amnone of these things. I ama man of nedicine. | know the

dead cast no nmeasurable light. It's a nmere trick of the dark-adapted eye.

Yet | knew the bones as | knew the footsteps. Marcella, | tell you truly, she
was all that remmi ned of ny |ost Bethany.

| prom sed your |ady aunt that | woul d never speak of her though | know you
must have heard. Now I rmust confess in full. Please forgive ne.

She was no one. Beth was a bootnaker's child; her family w thout nanme or
property. She knew little of art or poetry, but she could carved buttons to
| ook l'ike unbred roses. | intended to give up everything | had for her; ny
fam ly, nmy name ny inheritance and prospects.



Instead it was Bethany who | eft everything behind. She di sappeared as though
pl ucked into the sky. | gave up nuch to be with a woman beneath ny class, then
lost nore in her aftermath. The society of wonen marked ne as a scoundrel. My
famly feared I'd again mar their nane, so | was pinned carefully between the
marbl e fortress of the university and the unsubtle chaperons who dogged ny
steps should I so much as stroll beyond the grounds.

There have been days | hated poor sweet Beth, thinking her faithless instead
of come to harm

But that night on the road | saw her near-forgotten movenents, a full two
years fromthe day I'd tilted between anger and despair. It had taken her far
too long to rise fromthe earth, and there was a deep notch upon her
breastbone. | believe now that she had been buried deeply and in secret.

| stepped aside as she drew close. | know there is no point in waylaying the
dead, and it is offensive to do so —but ny feet felt like stones as | noved
away from her. | suppose ny heart was breaking, but | cannot be sure.
Heartbreak is, after all, a poetic condition, not a nedical one.

Beth's wal k did not slow as she came, but she turned her enpty face to nme. Her

skel etal hand reached out and she paused, ivory fingertips close to ny
sl eeve. | took her bone fingers gently, then with my free hand tore the
bout onni ére fromny breast —three violets pinned with a paper ribbon. | w sh

now that |1'd had sonething finer to give her

Beths's remains held the twi st of paper for a nonent. Then she raised it to
her skull and tipped it gently into the enpty socket of her eye. Could such an
odd gesture be randon? | do not know.

Then she continued on her path, Marcella, |ike any of the dead. She left ne
for the last tine.

| wept, ny dear. | admit to this —I wept in the street.

It is difficult to wite, my hand shakes. Forgive nme for how the ink runs and
pools —1 push too hard agai nst the paper —but someone did this!

Soneone killed a young woman —and this was the woman | once | oved. You never
knew Beth, my dear Marcella, though | wi sh you had. She was as lively and
virtuous as yourself.

I know I am now engaged and have other duties, but | am conpelled to

i nvestigate this death. Justice nust be sought in this world, even for the
dead. Pl ease understand, ny sweet dove, this is sonething | rmust do. You
deserve a husband whose heart is at peace.

However, be assured that this | eaves ne free —perhaps nore so than | have
been in years. Beth is no | onger a young love you'll find ne sighing over.

| have found her. She is | ost.

| swear to you, this will not interfere with the arrangenents for this
marri age whose prospects have brought much joy to ne and both our famlies.

Marcel l a, please take this into your heart —the reason | wite today is to to
assure you that I will be loyal. I now have no other ties in this world. Even
as | must search for unpleasant truths, | swear | will keep faith with you,
both as a husband and as a father to any children we nmay have.



Inlife,

Your bridegroom



